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ABSTRACT 
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May 2004 
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M.A., University of Massachusetts Boston 
 
Directed by Visiting Professor Nina Greenwald 
 
  
Doodles to Drawings: The Creative Process of Drawing & Thinking for Cartooning invites the 
reader into the cartoonist’s mind at work.  The author guides the audience through his cartooning 
process by presenting work from his sketchbook which includes illustrations, sketches, various 
notes, and final drawings.  Diagrams graphically organize the key thinking strategies of the 
drawings as they progresses.  From these illustrations the author extrapolates seven recurring 
patterns which characterize his own process include: Mental Work, Take-in Information, Free 
Flowing, Sudden, & Rapid Appearance of Ideas, Sketching as Many Ideas as Possible, Creating 
Multiple Versions, A Messy Process,  and the Need to Think Critically.  
These seven characteristics are paralleled by writer Graham Wallas’s (1926) four stage 
model of creativity.  The four stages, preparation, incubation, illumination, and verification, 
become the lens through which the authors creative process is described in terms of fluency, 
flexibility, elaboration, originality, and risk taking.  The author also reflects on critical thinking 
dispositions such as Costa’s sixteen Habits of Mind.  These habits of mind include Persisting, 
Managing Impulsivity, Understanding & Empathy, Thinking Flexibility, Metacognition, Striving 
for Accuracy & Precision, Questioning & Posing Problems, Applying Past Knowledge to New 
v 
Situations, Thinking and Communicating with Clarity, Gathering Data through All Senses, 
Creating Imagining & Innovating, Respond with Wonderment & Awe, Taking Responsible 
Risks, Finding Humor, Thinking Interdependently, and Learning Continuously.  Coupled with 
Betty Edwards’s view of drawing as a combination of seeing as an artist and visualizing the 
author constructs a model of cartooning as a combined process of critical and creative thinking 
and drawing.  
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CHAPTER 1 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 
     Frustration, Representation of Information, & Communication 
Early in my artistic development I experienced a crystallizing moment upon borrowing a book 
from my elementary school library.  The subject concerned drawing animals (probably entitled, 
“How-to Draw Fifty Animals” or some similarly dismal falsehood).   When I tried the lessons 
within the book, I came to realize that the book didn’t teach me to draw horses in the way I had 
hoped it might, but rather taught me how to draw the “horse-drawing” on page 16 of “How-to 
Draw Fifty Animals.”  Much to my disappointment, this book omitted a description of the 
physiology of a horse so that I might be able to illustrate it in various poses, modes of 
locomotion, or attitudes.   
This experience created great frustration for me.  Looking back, I now can identify the 
cause of this frustration.  It stemmed from the fact that I was trying to learn how to think about 
drawing but receiving a lesson on drawing technique.  It now occurs to me, that to this day, I 
have seen no book that would have satisfied that wish.  In this case, it might be said that I would 
much rather explore how to think like a cartoonist rather than draw like one.  However, upon 
reflection it occurs to me that cartooning is a process comprised of both thinking and drawing 
together.  
My serious interest in cartooning came to me as a side effect of a critical learning process 
that I attempted to develop for visual thinkers.  My intention was to create a visual language in 
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order to represent information.  After a year of working toward this goal, I discovered that I 
really wasn’t developing a learning process any longer but instead had become a cartoonist. 
Putting aside the guise of “Drawing to Learn” (my name for this visual thinking learning 
process) allowed me to recognize my true goal.  Identifying and admitting this “thing” that I 
wanted had freed my imagination and created a hunger for information on the subject of 
cartooning.  Quickly my interests expanded to include political cartoons.  Political or editorial 
cartoons had always intrigued me because of the massive amount of information that they 
communicates.  Although I had admitted my true goal of becoming a cartoonist, I hadn’t yet 
been fully able to get rid of the residual urge to represent information.  While that love of 
representing information remains part of my process it has developed over time into a desire to 
communicate my ideas more clearly. 
Because I had perceived political cartoons as a representation of information, initially I 
tended to just read the news stories and illustrate the content.  After scrawling some cartoons in 
this vein I began to notice a difference between my cartoons and the cartoons created by 
established and syndicated cartoonists.  Established cartoonists tended to represent the 
information in a much richer, deeper, and meaningful manner.  In comparison my cartoons were 
one dimensional.  Although I continued to draw prolifically, I was plagued by this short coming. 
I couldn’t figure out how these cartoonists were able to pierce the veil of the news 
stories.  These cartoonists weren’t just representing a story.  There seemed to be another layer or 
layers of meaning in their work.  I assumed that expertise played at least a partial role but 
became convinced that they were thinking in a different and much deeper manner than I was. 
In developing a familiarity with editorial cartooning I made a conscious habit of looking 
at the works of other editorial cartoonists.  In doing so, I happened across a cartoon that changed 
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how I looked at editorial cartoons and cartooning.  In this particular image the cartoonist used a 
technique which combined two top news stories of the day into a single cartoon illustration.  The 
impact was powerful.   
At the time, Saddam Hussein, President of Iraq, was eluding US military capture but kept 
“popping” up to make public announcements.  At the same time skin cancer was a current event 
issue as cancer always seems to be.  The cartoonist set the stage of the cartoon in a 
Dermatologist’s office where the US President was discussing a recurring skin growth with the 
Doctor.  The artist had rendered this “growth” to resemble a caricature of Hussein.  The cartoon 
playfully integrated the two seemingly unrelated subjects into one metaphor which had an 
amazing synchronicity.   
It was my first glimpse into the thinking of an established cartoonist and stimulated great 
curiosity about the kinds of thinking strategies or dispositions that I use as a cartoonist myself.  I 
began to search for other strategies and to develop some of my own including combining ideas, 
drawing parallels between topics, and changing meanings.  It occurred to me some time later that 
the strategies I identified were predominantly creative in nature, but that there was also a great 
deal of critical thought required in the cartooning process as well.  For example, there are 
metacognitive challenges such as asking thinking questions.  For instance, “how am I thinking 
about this?”, “which strategy is appropriate for this particular instance?”, and “what are my 
assumptions, biases, and mental blocks that might be interfering with my productivity?”   
Although I’m still developing my own critical and creative abilities, in terms of cartooning, 
identifying it as a major component of my work has helped to move me along considerably in 
my journey. 
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Today my initial love of representing information has transformed into a strong need to 
communicate significant ideas to an audience.  That ability to communicate ideas through the art 
of cartooning requires both critical and creative thinking dispositions and strategies. 
 
Thinking Playfully & Cartooning 
Cartooning, as a practice, is somewhat mysterious to most.  At first the quick confident strokes 
of the cartoonist’s pen appear to be the work of a magician casting a spell with a magic wand.  
The scrawling doodles that seem to flow effortlessly from the “pen-wand” are at once both 
simple and intensely complex.  What emerges from the cartoonist’s pen seems to magically 
illustrate thoughts, ideas, intentions, meaning, and emotions with amazing clarity.  
The art of cartooning is an excellent example of highly-ordered, fast-paced, productive 
critical and creative thinking.  Cartoonists have what might be said to be a special talent for 
elegantly illustrating very complex emotions, situations, and ideas with only a few strokes of a 
pen and a modicum of humor.  Cartooning represents a freedom of visual idea expression in a 
class by itself.  As a cartoonist, I have come to revel in that freedom of idea exploration through 
thinking playfully from which cartooning draws its inspiration.  Cartooning is really about 
playing with ideas and relies on active use of such thinking dispositions as flexibility, open 
mindedness, and suspension of judgment.  Moreover, it is an art of thinking playfully.  An artist 
like Rube Goldberg exemplifies this playfulness (Wolfe & Goldberg, 2000).  His life’s work, 
which consists of endless reams of paper filled with ridiculous and uselessly complex inventions, 
is an example playful thinking disposition.  In fact, the concerted use of imagination as a 
cognitive tool for generating playful and sometimes eccentric creations is an important key to 
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understanding the thinking of a cartoonist (Policastro & Gardner, 1999; Amabile, 1983; Bruner, 
Jolly, & Sylvia, 1976 in Nickerson, 1999). 
 
     A Brief Preview of Chapters 
Chapter Two of this paper presents several cartoons I have created.  In an attempt to demonstrate 
my process of creating a cartoon I have included a number of sketches, final drawings, my 
reflections, and diagrams of the process.  The reason for showing this work is to illustrate the 
evolution of my development as a cartoonist, characterize my thinking, and to describe the 
thinking dispositions that I employ in the process of creating a cartoon or cartooning.   
I have presented sketches in consecutive order in an attempt to create a kind of timeline 
of production from doodle to finished drawing.   Looking at this work through the lens of critical 
and creative thinking provides a basis of self-analysis. In order to provide insight into my 
“modus operandi” in creating cartoons, I include personal reflections in order to shed more light 
on the creative process of a cartoonist. 
Chapter Three buttresses my personal observations with relevant creativity research.  By 
reviewing a body of literature pertaining to creative process in the arts and several personal 
accounts given by professional cartoonists, I demonstrate that cartooning is a process of drawing 
together that requires both critical and creative thinking skills.        
I cite Betty Edwards (1970) for her work on seeing as an artist in Drawing on the Right 
Side of the Brain, Robert Mankoff’s (2002) personal account of the cartooning process in The 
Naked Cartoonist, and Gary Larson’s (1989) reflections in his The Pre-History of the Far Side.  
In terms of creativity research this paper relies heavily on Graham Wallas’s (1926) stage 
analysis of creative production, Catherine Patrick’s (Patrick, 1937) studies of incubation in 
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artists, and Ellen Langer and Allison Piper’s (1997) work in mindlessness.  I present Alex 
Osborn’s (1953) brainstorming, Eberle’s (1971) “SCAMPER”, and William Gordon’s (1961) 
“Synectics” as a means of characterizing and possibly improving the creative thinking of 
cartoonists. 
Finally, the last step will be to think backwards or reverse think the body of cartoon 
artwork presented in Chapter Two in order to create a description of the creative strategies of a 
cartoonist.  This description will contain a concise recap of key points presented by this material.  
In Chapter 4, reverse thinking illustrates how I‘ve come to visualize the creative process of a 
cartoonist.   
Thus “Doodles to Drawings: The creative process of drawing & thinking for cartooning” 
will explore the thinking that underlies the creation of cartoons- essentially, how ideas are 
developed, how the ideas developed, how a cartoonist thinks when drawing, and how a 
cartoonist makes decisions in this context. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 
MY PERSONAL ACCOUNT AND OBSERVATIONS OF SELF 
  
     Gary Larson & My Development 
In developing as a cartoonist, I used models as a means of improving my knowledge about a 
variety of concerns including helping me to define my career goals, refine working processes, 
and understand professional concerns of the cartooning field.  For instance, Gary Larson’s 
(1989) book The Prehistory of the Far Side, documents some of Larson’s artistic successes, 
several of his failures (the humorous ones anyway), and the processes that led him through each 
respectively.   
In a particularly intriguing chapter of his book, Larson describes his methods for getting 
ideas.  His typical method involved both critical and creative thinking when sketching multiple 
versions, such as valuing the “strange”, suspending judgments, and employing free thinking.  
Becoming more familiar with Larson’s process brought me more in touch with my own process.  
Neither my work nor my working process became the same as Larson’s but I did feel better 
informed and organized.  As I developed my own working process I became frustrated by the 
lack of related creativity research in Larson’s book.  Larson’s work is an invaluable personal 
account; but it does not answer any of my questions concerning a cognitive understanding of 
cartooning as a creative process.   
As I progressed I fostered this growing curiosity and began to seek research and 
experiences that would satisfy this desire.  With this in mind I have attempted to account and 
document the creative drawing process of four of my cartoons.  The documentation includes 
illustrations and notes from my sketch books spanning a period of two years.  The sketch books 
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include work from early in the development of this project, finished drawings, visual diagrams 
of the process, and reflective commentary.   Following this will be the applicable creativity 
research that addresses with cartooning as a creative process. 
 
     A Demonstration of How This Might Work 
Accounting for every minute detail of how a drawing is made is a bit like memorizing an entire 
phone book.  By this analogy I mean that there is a massive amount of information that can be 
extracted from the phone book but you probably don’t need to know every combination of digits 
it contains.  As far as phone numbers go, most of us just try to remember the important ones; the 
phone numbers of friends and loved ones, a local movie theatre, or our favorite take out 
restaurant will usually suffice.  Too much information about my drawing process might only 
serve to congest or cloud the issue.  However it is important to recognize that there is a wide 
variety of phenomena to research within this process.  I have chosen to limit this project to the 
generation and development of ideas.  I have selected sketches, drawings, and observations that 
characterize the major patterns of my process.  My observations and reflections are based on 
video taped drawing sessions.   
These drawings present a progression from doodles to finished drawings.  Doodles are 
simply sketches that are preparatory work for a finished drawing.  In this analysis, the term 
doodle can apply to all preparatory drawings done although they are usually of lower quality and 
of a very primitive nature.  Doodles or doodling can be characterized by a meandering search for 
ideas and playfulness.  Preparatory sketches are similar to doodles in fact they may be made up 
of doodles.  They are like the scrap paper we use on a math test to work out our solution or the 
first rough draft outline of the writer who seeks to organize his/her thoughts in order to write the 
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final draft more artfully.  This sketching is where the concepts are creatively worked out in order 
to produce novel and useful solutions.  
The term drawing or finished drawing will refer to finalized images that have met with 
my artistic criteria for quality and completeness.  It will be noted that some ideas that are 
initially included get replaced or edited out in the final drawing.  Some mental work is not 
represented in the drawings or sketches as some ideas occur suddenly.  Upon investigation it 
should become evident that the sketches are preparatory mental work for a drawing based on 
intuition based decision-making.   
 
     Cartoons & Metacognitive Diagrams 
The four drawings I have chosen to include mark four stages of my development as a cartoonist.  
I have entitled the four reflections, “An Example from the Primordial Muck”, “My Editorial 
Evolution”, “Metaphors and Analogical Thinking For Cartooning”, and “My Current Process.”  
These reflections offer anecdotal information about the conditions under which the cartooning 
process took place. 
I have created a graphic or visual organizing system for representing this process.  The 
metacognitive diagrams are meant to reveal both the critical and creative thinking dispositions 
that might be operative in a cartooning session.  Viewing the sketches or mental work for a 
particular cartoon tracks the evolution of ideas throughout my creative process.  By creating a 
visual model of the progression I can track the sequence involved in idea generation and 
decision-making.  
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     An Early Example from the Primordial Muck 
I began this project as hypothetical concept entitled Drawing-to-Learn.   This was to be a 
process whereby visually adept students could use their visual skills to explain their learning 
experiences.  Drawing-to-Learn was begun in September of 2002 and by May of 2003 had 
transformed into a full confidence that I could become a professional cartoonist.  
In the early stages of Drawing-to-Learn I realized that cartoons made a powerful vehicle 
for ideas.  Cartoons seemed a good fit for note-taking, which the Drawing-to-Learn process dealt 
most directly with, because they can be done quickly, simply and they are fun to look at.  I felt 
that if I could infuse drawing cartoons and note taking into one process I would be able to create 
a visual method of learning (with the added benefit of drawing regularly and being able to keep 
up with my studies).   
As the drawings that follow demonstrate, early in this project I was trying to 
communicate what I was learning in my Critical and Creative Thinking (CCT) courses by 
illustrating the themes and topics of weekly readings.  I wasn’t trying to create a cohesive 
narrative or story, recurring characters, or express any opinions.  I was only trying to translate 
the topics of CCT readings and class discussions into a visual language.   
The drawings that were done in this time period come from the primordial muck.  
Primordial muck is the most basic form of life, in fact its all forms of life mixed together in one 
big sloppy and disorganized goop. This living gurgling goop carries the potential for all life 
forms yet takes no real form itself.  However, primordial muck is a fascinating goop, primarily 
because it has so much potential to develop into something exciting! 
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Over time, this goop might develop into a species of bird or a single celled organism.  
You never know.  My early cartoons were of this same nature.  I never knew what they might 
become or what they might mean exactly.  I refer to this as the primordial muck not only because 
it was the first existing form of this project but also because it was like being at the beginning of 
a world or time, on the edge of a universe of unpredictable ideas waiting to be discovered!    
This early cartoon is typical of the work completed under the auspice of the Drawing-to-
Learn process.  These illustrations are the result of direct drawing, meaning no sketches were 
done in preparation for this illustration.  Early on ideas just seemed to bubble up from some 
unknown place and I was certainly not consciously aware of what might bubble up next from the 
goop.  Because ideas didn’t emerge as a result of any specific set of strategies it was 
tremendously difficult to reflect on my process at this time 
        
 Image 1-1     An early cartoon showing an attempt to characterize creativity researcher Mihali Csikszentimihalyi’s concept of a systems approach to creativity involving an interaction between an 
individual, a domain, and a field. 
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Of course working in this way made for wildly exciting illustrations and humorous 
pairings but the images were unclear and had cryptic meanings.   I was just flying by the seat of 
my pants.  As I encountered a feature that needed to be represented I would begin to free-
associate so I couldn’t say why it occurred to me to use a “cat machine”, fire cracker, or field of 
grass to illustrate the various components of the system.  These unpredictable images just came 
to mind at the time.   
 
 
 
 
 
I read about the system approach 
to creativity. 
I respond to each feature, of this 
subject, one at a time. This is an improvisational 
working style. I free-
associate metaphors, 
symbols, or doodles in the 
reading. For instance: Need to symbolize “Domain.” 
Associate Bucket with container 
of Domain 
 
Etc. 
Metacognitive Diagram A. 
This diagram illustrates an early approach to creating a cartoon based on notes.  It reveals a direct kind of idea 
production using free-association as the main vehicle. 
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As Metacognitive Diagram A. is meant to show, my initial process was rather direct.  I 
simply tried to illustrate the major features of the material I was reading.  The ideas were 
produced by non-evaluated free associations.  Looking back I now see that using this kind of 
direct free-association for idea generation turned out to be an impediment which limited the 
clarity of this cartoon and others like it.  A strategy that uses multiple idea generating techniques 
results in weaker ideas being culled away in order that better ideas can be shaped into a more 
successful cartoon.  By doing this I can ensure that I am choosing the best ideas from the group I 
have generated 
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     My Editorial Evolution 
As I learned more about critical and creative thinking strategies and dispositions available to me 
I began to work in a more thoughtful manner.  I began to draw more editorial cartoons of which 
Image 2 is an example.  At this point in my development I had been actively trying to 
incorporate new strategies for idea generation.  
 
      
 
 
 
 
 
Image 2-1     An early sketch with notes on the topic.  It includes several rough sketches 
of Donald Rumsfeld and some notes on statements he made regarding the Department of 
Defense in October of 2003. This is evidence of my preparation for creative work.  
 
Image 2-2    A second quick sketch of Rumsfeld with a sketch of a shark.  This might be 
an early attempt to characterize a topic in terms of animism or a metaphor.  The idea is 
later abandoned in Image 2-3. 
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In this particular editorial cartoon I was trying to use a new method of finding parallels to 
symbolize the comments made by Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld regarding the 
Department of Defense (DOD) in October of 2003.  His comments regarded the DOD as too 
large and slow moving to do its job effectively.  As I prepared myself by collecting notes on his 
comments, making rough sketches for his caricature, and thinking metaphorically I began to get 
several ideas.  
         
 
 
 
 
 
Image 2-3      This appears to be an incomplete matrix of doodles.  The doodles are a simple form of 
representing things that thematically are large and slow.  I was trying to think of other bodies that are large 
and slow because it was integral to the cartoon I was trying to develop.  An elephant seems to be the most 
prominent doodle. 
 
 Image 2-4     This idea is more succinctly drawn complete with definite characters and objects.  The sketch 
represents the Department of Defense as a robot caught in quicksand.  This is an elaboration of the idea of 
representing the D.O.D. as a large, slow, thing as in Image 2-3.  It is important to note that I hadn’t 
considered using a robot in earlier sketches.  It seems to just to have appeared after trying several ideas.  
This may illustrate the phenomenon of illumination.  It is a well-developed idea that seems leaps and 
bounds away from the earlier doodles which are sparse in detail.  Image 2-3. 
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I was trying to think of other bodies that are large and slow because this was an integral 
point of the metaphor I was trying to develop.  An elephant seems to be the most prominent 
doodle (Image 2-3).  The robot in quicksand occurred to me only after completing the crude 
sketches and getting some coffee.  When I returned to my drawing table I reviewed the notes I 
had taken with a more open-minded approach.  
 
 
  
 
 
 
                                               
 
 
Image 2-5   A loosely drawn image of Rumsfeld’s face showing a bit more mastery of 
the facial features and the shark has reappeared but apparently applied to another subject. 
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By adopting an open mind I was able to realize that the pivotal point of this cartoon was 
that Rumsfeld had described the DOD as essentially clumsy.  Immediately I thought of a robot to 
represent a description of an uncoordinated body.  Other ideas had occurred to me but I decided 
to return to the robot idea because it appealed to my thinking.  As I became more adept at using 
this method of elaborating I began to see that this was an analogical and metaphorical approach.  
Image 2-6  This is the final version of sketch in Image 2-4.  It serves as a 
verification of the ideas developed in illumination.  In a sense making a final 
version to verify my intuitive sense of illumination was correct. 
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Image A. 
Sketch of Donald Rumsfeld 
& Notes On his comments 
concerning the  
Department of Defense 
 
Image B. 
Rumsfeld’s Face 
 
Image B. 
Shark Metaphor 
Image C. 
Large/Slow Animal 
Matrix showing an elephant & 
other partially drawn 
(animals?). 
Image D. 
Robot as slow & large object- a 
metaphor for Dept. of Defense. 
Image F. 
Final Drawing & 
Add Caption 
 Image C. 
Further notes- Rumsfeld’s 
comments about the D.O.D. 
being too big. 
Image D.  
Quicksand Describing “Slog” 
& Flies to represent Terror 
groups. 
 
Preparing the subject 
through note taking and 
surface details. 
Tinkering 
with 
metaphors
. 
Evidence 
of 
expanding 
ideas & 
decision-
making. 
Beginnin
g to use 
metaphor 
& 
analogy. 
Image E. 
Rumsfeld 
Dangling 
Over a 
Shark 
Metacognitive Diagram B. showing the consecutive progression of an idea generation 
path for the cartoon in Image 2-6. 
The shark idea & 
portrait of 
Rumsfeld are 
revived. 
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Metaphorical & Analogical Thinking 
The following cartoon is an outgrowth of a more metaphorical approach.  I was no longer simply 
translating the concepts into illustrations.  I now sought to communicate my own ideas.  I began 
thinking about critical issues in news stories, looking more deeply into them to extract big ideas 
with provocative meanings.  In this particular story concerning the extended length of stay 
overseas for American Troopers in Iraq I sensed that the pivotal issue in the story was the burden 
placed on the soldiers and their families.   
 
         
 
 
 
    
 
I sought a way to represent this issue by doodling a soldier with a huge heavy pack (I 
guess he was going to need a lot of clothes during his extra long stay over seas) (Image 3-1).  
Image 3-1   Notes on American Troopers length of stay overseas.  First 
doodle of a soldier packed up for a long voyage or carrying a large load as 
a metaphor for the burden of extended stays overseas.  Searching for a 
metaphor. 
 
Image 3-2   More versions of soldiers carrying loads flags of peace are a 
burden. 
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Metaphorically speaking, the soldiers were to bear the burden of peace on their very backs.  I 
transformed their over burdensome pack into a huge peace sign (Image 3-2).  I also thought of 
this scenario in terms of carrying peace flag to Iraq and sketched this more literal translation 
above the other doodles (Image 3-2).     
 
      
 
 
 
 
Meditating on this thought for a few moments, I quickly realized that the deeper issue 
was the actual length of stay that the soldiers were being asked to serve.  I thought of a calendar 
as a logical explanation of keeping track of time and made a few changes to it in order to 
Image 3-3   This departure from the literal carrying the load changes into baring a 
different kind of burden.  Using a calendar as the mechanism that informs the soldier and 
the audience that his length of stay will be extended.  A small scribble of a voodoo doll 
hanging with an arrow naming it Rumsfeld (as if the soldiers had hung it there themselves. 
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improve the entertainment value of the cartoon (Image 3-3).  I was so pleased with my little 
sketch that I quickly whipped up the finished drawing (Image 3-4). 
   
                            
 
 
 
Image 3-4  Final version is a more well drawn version of Image 3-3.  The 
voodoo doll and extra soldiers have been eliminated. 
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Notes on extending 
the length of stay in 
Iraq for US soldiers 
collected from the 
news & internet. 
Soldier packing his 
things for long 
journey. 
Soldiers bear the 
weight of Peace and 
flag. 
Searching 
for a 
metaphor. 
Risk taking 
(?) 
Soldier Peels off last 
page in calendar marked 
“Days till Departure.” 
This idea does not appear 
to occur as a direct result 
of the work in other 
sketches rather it is sudden 
& emerges from 
relationship to the original 
notes. 
Incubation & 
Critical Thinking 
Reveal The Pivotal 
Issue. 
Metacognitive Diagram C. 
This diagram illustrates a more developed approach to creating a cartoon based on notes.  It reveals analogical 
and metaphorical thinking a means of communicating the ideas behind the cartoon. 
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     My Current Process  
Currently I try to incorporate a wide variety of critical and creative thinking strategies in the 
cartooning process.  As I gain experience I become more adept at sensing which strategies are 
appropriate for specific situations.  This last cartooning session was especially fun because the 
initial idea (Image 4-1) came to me while I was driving!  I had been aware of the story for a few 
days but had been too busy to get a chance to do any conscious idea-finding.  While driving 
home from the UMass Boston campus late one evening I suddenly had a burst of several ideas.   
      
 
 
 
At this stage in my development I at least knew enough to write or sketch my ideas when 
I get them (I’ve lost too many good one’s because I swore I didn’t need to write them down).  So 
I scrambled to find the nearest piece of paper I could find and made some crude sketches while 
trying to steer my truck. Yikes!  The next morning, after my mind was rested, I opened the page 
Image 4-1   Quick doodles and notes that were done while driving in car. 
 
Image 4-2   Preparatory sketch for a caricature of Health and Human Services Secretary Tommy 
Thompson. 
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and upon studying the sketches and notes the ideas began to come back.  I set about illustrating 
the ideas so that I could work on them some more. 
    
    
 
 
 
Although I didn’t know what ideas I might be using I had a sense of some of the 
preliminary sketches I had to make in order to get the ball rolling.  For instance, knowing that I 
would need a caricature of Health and Human Services Secretary Tommy Thompson, I found a 
photograph to work from.  I studied it for a while and began to try to exaggerate some of his 
facial features (Image 4-2).  Finishing a quick sketch of his face, I then moved on to illustrate the 
story I was trying to tell.   
Image 4-3  A metaphor for Secretary Thompson’s comments about Americans being overweight.  The flag of 
the US represents the American Population and Secretary Thompson has drawn a portrait of a pig over the 
map. 
 
Image 4-4   A twist on Image 4-3, Secretary Thompson calls the couch potato fat in his own living room 
representing privacy issues and personal rights. 
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One of the first ideas that occurred to me was to represent the U.S. obesity problem, 
pointed out by Thompson, as an illustration of a map of the United States redrawn by Thompson 
as a pig (Image 4-3).  Although I ended up selecting this idea as my best, I kept producing more 
sketches because I hadn’t yet decided on that idea.  I tried a similar metaphor depicting 
Thompson as a painter and some other images using various characters and settings (Images 4-4, 
4-5, & 4-6).  In the end I decided to return to the first idea and began the final drawing (Image 4-
7). 
 
 
Image 4-5 A literal elaboration on painting a pig’s portrait as a means of representing the body 
image problem.  An underdeveloped idea with a man wearing a sandwich board painted with 
muscles as he looks in a mirror. 
 
Image 4-6 An expansion on body image ideas including a carnival screen painted with a fat body 
and a thin body.  A favorite character of my own devising makes an appearance and adds 
commentary in an attempt to enrich the message.  
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Image 4-7  Final version representing US Health and Human Services Secretary Thompson in the role 
of artist or teacher drawing the portrait of the USA as overweight pigs.  The commentary is added by 
two of my own recurring cartoons and a caption is added that sums up the message.  
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     Summation 
Information is 
gathered form the 
newspaper, internet, 
and television. 
 
Suddenly several 
“rough” ideas occur 
to me while driving. 
Caricature portrait of 
Health & Human 
Services Secretary 
Tommy Thompson is 
sketched. 
 
Visual metaphor for 
painting the US map  
as a pig. 
Note on the pot 
calling the kettle 
black & overweight 
person eats a snack 
sketch. 
 
Transform from 
chalkboard drawing 
into painter at easel. 
A sandwich board w/ 
muscles- looks in a 
mirror, lollipop, or 
chicken leg. 
Men behind image of 
fat and thin bodies.  
Commentary from 
narrator the 
pot/kettle. 
Final Drawing with 
commentary from 
Narrator. 
 
Incubation 
Preparing myself 
through research 
on a subject. 
The next day I develop the 
ideas into coherent sketches. 
SCAMPER-
type thinking 
assisting the 
development of 
more ideas. 
Metacognitive Diagram D. 
This diagram illustrates my current cartooning process.  The diagram points out four stages of developing 
the ideas. 
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By analyzing and reflecting upon these four cartoons and the process by which they are created, 
I have come to realize some important patterns that exist in my own process and note the 
following habits in my cartooning process: 
   1)   Mental Work. Idea generation takes mental work.  The cognitive mechanisms responsible for 
this mental work are susceptible to fatigue, meaning sometimes ideas require a small effort to 
generate and other times a much larger effort. 
2)  Take-in Information. In order to generate initial ideas, information needs to be, “taken in” 
through observing, reading, listening, responding, etc.  I tend to respond to unresolved tension in 
a story such as the length of stay conflict for soldiers in Afghanistan (Image 3-4).   This kind of 
ambiguity helps me to organize and visualize the ideas through creating metaphors. 
3)  Free Flowing, Sudden, & Rapid Appearance of Ideas.  Ideas come to mind suddenly, freely, and 
rapidly. 
4)  Sketch as Many Ideas as Possible.  Ideas must be transferred or transformed from the out of the 
mind or mind’s eye from the abstract to the concrete by drawing sketches which are like notions 
of ideas. 
5)  Creating Multiple Versions.  Records of ideas can be rethought, reworked, abandoned, or 
transformed. 
6)  A Messy Process.  This process can be disorganized, unfinished, and may loop back over itself. 
7)  Think Critically. All of this is supported by appropriate critical thinking dispositions such as 
seeking clarity, posing questions, reflection, persistence, and responding with awe. 
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CHAPTER 3 
STAGES OF CREATIVE THOUGHT 
 
     What is Cartooning? 
In order to look at creative process, in the context of cartooning, it is useful to view this through 
the artistic mind at work.  Cartooning is the process of developing a creative product, namely the 
cartoon.  What makes these cartoons creative is not necessarily their artistic nature but rather the 
cartoonist’s search for novelty and usefulness (Gilhooly, 1996). Cartoonists are constantly 
producing new and certainly unusual combinations in order to communicate an idea or just make 
us laugh.   
Cartooning is a puzzling activity to watch.  Typically cartoonists doodle ideas on a scrap 
of bond paper or in a sketch book.  Through doodling cartoonists arrive at a preferred idea, it is 
re-sketched on a fresh sheet of Bristol or Illustration board, and then the final touches are added 
in ink.  What makes this puzzling is that from a few scribbles the cartoonist can produce a 
humorous well thought out idea.  
Cartoonists aren’t magicians but they are highly imaginative and adept at creating a 
specific type of product (the cartoon). Creative products such as a new cartoon are the result of 
multiple thinking steps that involve various cognitive systems (Gilhooly, 1996).  What this 
implies is that there is not a creativity package inside the brain of the cartoonist that is not inside 
the brain of everyone else.  They have the same cognitive systems as any other person.  It is how 
they choose to activate them that distinguished their thinking from that of others and makes the 
cartooning a highly creative process.    
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In this chapter I review the personal accounts of two cartoonists.  In addition I present the 
views of several creativity theorists and relate them to my own observations from Chapter 2.  
The pairing of these materials results in a formulation of cartooning as a combination of critical 
and creative thinking and drawing. 
 
     Larson & Mankoff 
The cartoonist Gary Larson, creator of the popular Far Side comic strip, offers a window into a 
cartoonist’s method of thinking in his 1989 book, The Pre-History of the Far Side.  This book 
collects his sketches and finished drawings as well as some insightful commentary about his 
growth as a cartoonist.  His reflections are anecdotal, but they reveal several important aspects of 
the creative thinking of cartoonists.  
As Larson demonstrates in his book, ideas do not come from thin air.  They are worked 
out by thinking about drawing.  This combination of drawing and thinking becomes a process 
that takes the form of doodles crudely recorded in his sketchbook.  These doodles can be 
completed as a final cartoon drawing later.  Some of his doodles (or sketches) are shown to lead 
to brilliantly humorous cartoons while others remain a cryptic if not useless doodles that make 
no sense.      
It may seem ridiculous to record such useless material but it isn’t.   Ideas don’t 
materialize from the thin air.  They require rigorous creative and critical thought.  This mental 
work relies on the processes of a number of limited cognitive functions and each one of them is 
at risk of failure due to exhaustion (Gilhooly, 1996).  Some of the contributing cognitive 
functions might include perception, memory, and attention.  When overworked these processes 
reveal their limitations. 
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Because of such limitations, it behooves the cartoonist to record ideas in a sketchbook 
(even the incomplete and nonsensical ideas that bear no fruitful products).  As Larson 
demonstrates critical judgments concerning the quality of the idea can be made later.  Recording 
the ideas so that they are not forgotten is essential (Larson, 1989).   
According to Gary Larson’s (Larson, 1989) personal account, he creates many “versions” 
of an idea.  In these versions he responds to aspects of the subject that strike his interest.  Some 
of his recorded responses include: transformations, improvement, expansion, and valuing the 
unusual or nonsensical.   
Larson’s reports lend credence to the notion that ideas in fact do not come from thin air.  
New Yorker Magazine Cartoon Editor, Robert Mankoff (2002) dedicates his entire book, The 
Naked Cartoonist to the cartoonist’s mind at work.  His sprawling rapid-fire style of prose 
embodies the mental energy or excitability a cartoonist might exhibit while working.  His 
narration takes off on whimsical flights, improvises, and plays with meaning through out the 
book. 
Mankoff’s book reports on his style of approaching his own cartoon work.  He 
demonstrates great depth of playfulness and imagination in his process and testifies that creating 
multiple versions and transformations really are part of his process. Some ideas pass on as 
quickly as they are birthed, yet some remain and are dismantled, rebuilt, tinkered with, and 
transformed into a satisfactory embodiment of an idea.  This is typical of the work of cartooning 
which is often characterized by imagination and improvisation.  Cartoonists are often considered 
to be funny, playful, and wildly imaginative.  A possible interpretation of this might be that the 
imagination and playfulness go hand in hand.  Imagination uses previous experiences, thoughts 
memories, and especially images in the case of cartoonists.  Cartoonists are under constant 
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pressure to produce ideas.  Thoughts, feelings, experiences, and images are combined in unusual 
ways by the cartoonist to produce these original ideas.  One reason that cartoonists are so playful 
in their approach to their work may be that a playful approach increases productive creative 
results (Amabile, 1938; Bruner, Jolly, & Sylvia 1976 in Nickerson, 1999). 
These two very successful artists, Larson and Mankoff, have reported similar strategies 
for developing their work.  Both accounts mention the importance of fluent and flexible 
thinking, taking intellectual risks that may seem strange, the use of an elaborative style, and the 
search for originality.  The two artists underscore the role of playfulness, imagination, and 
improvisation to their process.  What makes their account incomplete is that both of the artist’s 
important personal accounts lack the relevant research to back up their observations.  However 
what they have given us is an important illustration of the kinds of creative and critical thinking 
strategies that two very successful artists have found to work through many years of trial and 
error.      
Larson and Mankoff’s accounts may lead us to believe cartooning is wholly a creative 
act.  In my view cartooning is much more than this.  Cartooning is a process that is itself made of 
other processes.  It involves an interplay of drawing, critical thinking, and creative thinking.  By 
presenting the cartoons in Chapter Two I have attempted to invite the reader into the thinking 
that I do for cartooning.  My personal account of the cartooning process summarizes the method 
by which I create cartoons.  Through analysis of the drawing process which included preparatory 
doodles and finished drawings, reflections on thinking dispositions and decision making 
strategies, and a graphic organization of the process, I have sought to create an authentic record 
of cartooning as a creative process.   
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In general, my impression of the creative process parallels much of what Larson and 
Mankoff have reported in their own reflections.  My impression of the process includes several 
features (summarized at the end of Chapter Two) some of which are: ideas take mental work, 
information has to be gathered, and ideas can appear suddenly.  In examining and comparing my 
specific cartooning process to relevant research I have noticed that my own impression of the 
process is very similar to and explained by a stage analysis of creative process.  This similarity 
may be best represented the four stages described by university teacher and writer Graham 
Wallas’s (1926) book The Art of Thought.  
 
      Wallas’s Four Stage Model 
Although his research was conducted nearly a century ago, Graham Wallas’s four stage model of 
the creative process remains relevant to my observations about the cartooning process.  His 
theory was based upon the self reports of several famous artists, scientists, musicians, and the 
like (in Gilhooly, 1996).  All of these practitioner’s were chosen because they were culturally 
valued for their creative contributions in their respective domains.  What Wallas noted was that 
each of their reports shared certain patterns.  From this observation he extracted four stages of 
creative problem solving.  The four stages of Wallas’s theory are preparation, incubation, 
illumination, and verification.  
 
     Getting Started: Preparation 
In order to get in the right frame of mind for cartooning initially I look to the news for 
inspiration.  From observations of personal accounts Wallas noted that creative thinkers begin 
the creative process by taking part in work that is done without any apparent value such as 
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reading the newspaper.  This initial work is characterized by gathering seemingly unfruitful 
content (Gilhooly, 1996).  Before beginning to draw an editorial cartoon I read a number of 
newspaper articles, do an on-line search for background information, or look for photographs of 
the main characters or setting of the story.  While this work helps me to understand the subject 
I’m trying to illustrate it doesn’t actually move me forward to a finishing the drawing because I 
have not yet begun the drawing. Rather this work is part of the initial research and idea finding 
stage which will prepare me to create my cartoon.  
The work done in this stage of the process can lead to several useable ideas or it may lead 
to no useful work getting done at all.  This stage serves to prepare my mind to think about the 
subject and to think about cartooning.  As I’m beginning to think about these things I might try 
out a number of quick incomplete sketches of information that I think might be needed later in 
the process (Image 4-2).  As I begin to think critically about these items it often feels like I am 
searching for precious artifacts.  Through this work I can usually find one small spark of an idea 
that interests me enough to be expanded.  When I sense that I have collected enough information 
I switch gears to a predominantly creative mode. 
 
     The Invisible Work of Incubation 
Before this gear change can take place, I often step away from my project for a few moments.  I 
do some dishes, brew some coffee, or get a can of seltzer from the fridge.  This allows me to 
reset my thinking and often I find myself refreshed when I return to my work.  Usually this break 
is quite brief but it may last anywhere from a few seconds to a much lengthier period of time, the 
longest period of rest that I can recall is three days for a single cartoon!   
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According to Wallas the reason for this might be that our brain becomes tired of all the 
preparatory information collection and needs to rest (in Gilhooly, 1996).  What might be 
expected under such circumstances is that I would cease all work and, perhaps, take a nap.  
Strangely enough it is thought that tasks, such as scrubbing pots, help to accomplish the resetting 
of our frame of mind.  Most surprising of all is that each time I return to my drawing table 
refreshed and with an explosion of ideas. 
Wallas’s characterization of incubation advocates that while my brain has become 
exhausted with the primary task of making an editorial cartoon I might still be able to take up 
other cognitive tasks in the meanwhile such as washing the dishes.  No apparent work is getting 
done to finish my cartoon but it is hypothesized that some kind of unconscious cognitive 
mechanism continues to operate on the problem.  In this unconscious rest state my mind is 
apparently able to untangle the mess of information I have gathered and somehow make sense of 
it.      
There are several explanations for how my brain unconsciously untangles this mess.  It 
may be that incubation, or the rest period, allows for inappropriate sets to decay allowing the 
mind to approach the problem in a new way (Woodworth, 1938; Woodworth & Schlosberg, 
1954 in Guilford, 1967).  These mental sets can prevent a problem solver from trying new 
approaches to their work leading them to try the same solutions over and over again (Matlin, 
2002).  By allowing these mental sets to decay the thinker can approach the work refreshed and 
able to think more flexibly.  It is also suggested that a specific form of fatigue is responsible.  
This fatigue might be abated by turning to other work.  In doing so the mind may come to 
recuperate in the end producing some form of material progression (Guilford, 1967).   
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More often than not great ideas just “pop” into my head while I’m engaged in these 
decentering experiences such as driving or folding the laundry.  This seems to happen even 
when I’m not focused on cartooning which can be quite inconvenient as I have to stop what I’m 
doing to jot down the ideas. Getting these sudden ideas leads to a sense of excited discovery 
described as a “eureka!” feeling (Rogers, 1962; Guilford, 1967). 
Friends see me folding the laundry and washing dishes and they accuse me of 
procrastinating.  What they don’t realize is that I’m incubating ideas!  For this reason incubation 
is the most controversial point of Wallas’s model.  The debate over incubation primarily centers 
on incubation as characterized by unconscious effortless work and therefore it is difficult to 
observe (Guilford, 1967).  Studies conducted in the mid 1930’s by psychologist Catherine 
Patrick (1937) addressed the incubation issue.  In her studies, two groups consisting if 50 experts 
and 50 non-experts in the field of fine art were read a poem and asked to draw a sketch of what 
they heard (in Gilhooly, 1996).  Her studies confirm that artist’s processes correlate with 
Wallas’s observations.  Patrick’s work showed incubation to be much briefer and less dramatic 
than Wallas or the personal accounts had originally characterized it.   
Overall Patrick’s work has shown that incubation plays an important role in the creative 
process though it is baffling as to exactly how.  This finding is problematic because it raises 
questions about the ecological validity of her studies since they were conducted outside of a 
laboratory atmosphere (Guilford, 1967). It is equally unfair to assume that an artist would 
respond to a stimulus provided in a lab as naturally as in their own work space.  Ecological 
validity creates problems for the study of creative process in general.   
One solution to this problem is revealed by the value many researchers place in personal 
accounts given by creative thinkers.  The personal accounts of many artists and scientist reveal 
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fairly consistent patterns of behavior (Gilhooly, 1996).  These patterns have been used as the 
basis for numerous stage analyses of creativity and problem solving (Gilhooly, 1996).  While 
many artists may be willing to report their perceived method of thinking it remains quite difficult 
to fully suppress their own biases in such a report.    Personal biases make finding concrete 
evidence and observable cognitive mechanisms more difficult.  At any rate, the fact remains that 
incubation is fascinating and requires a closer look and continuing research.   
Occasionally ideas do not just “pop” into my head.  When I’ve been drawing for several 
hours I always run the risk of my thinking becoming derailed. That is I don’t seem to get as 
many ideas as I’d like, or I get stumped or blocked, or just plain come up with poor ideas.  This 
might be because my brain gets tired, lazy, or that I’m distracted by environmental factors such 
as the meowing of my hungry cat.  At times like this it seems as if my brain goes on autopilot.  
When the process becomes automatic in this way I tend to rehash the same idea over leading to a 
general lack of original ideas.  
To think as a cartoonist, it is necessary to ward off complacent thinking at every stroke 
and slash of the pen.  In order to do this, a cartoonist must wage a constant battle against the 
mindlessness of familiarity.  Cartoonists rely on an ability to perceive the mundane in a different 
light and further to represent it visually in order to communicate an idea.  
Because mindless thinking has a tendency to produce either no ideas or low quality ideas 
mindlessness becomes the mortal enemy of the cartoonist.   Therefore a cartoonist must strive to 
become mindful in their approach to craft.  Somehow sensing or knowing that the human mind 
will attempt to organize all stimuli into rigid sets, the mindful-thinker refuses to allow his mind 
to automatically categorize things (Langer & Piper, 1987).   
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Cartoonists resist that kind of rigidity with every fiber of their being.  Flexible thinking is 
a major critical disposition of any cartoonist.  Resetting or decentering my thinking is essential 
to continuing to produce novel ideas.  A resistance to the effects of mindlessness means that a 
cartoonist can remain cognitively flexible long enough to produce a new perspective on a 
commonly shared experience.  This task not only requires the cultivation of "mindful" qualities 
in the cartoonist, it also requires an arsenal of creative thinking strategies that are easily 
accessible, efficient, and productive.  
 
      AHA! Illumination & Csikzentmihalyi’s “Flow” 
The ideas or solutions produced by incubation are rarely complete but they represent options that 
a thinker might choose to direct their thinking and work (Gilhooly, 1996, Guilford, 1967).   
Unlike the unobservable work of incubation, the work of illumination strikes like lightning and 
produces a large amount of new raw material and the ideas come suddenly as if from nowhere 
(Image 2-4 of Chapter Two).  This might be explained by the role of intuition or insight.  It is 
thought that intuition plays a role in illumination, allowing a thinker to make certain intuitive 
leaps which mark a material progression in their work (Westcott, 1961 in Guilford 1967).  
Insight functions similarly in that it allows a leap in thinking to occur (Sternberg, 1999).  For me 
these leaps in thinking are based on sketchy notions that for some reason, I intuit, will bear 
fruitful material. 
In this way intuition produces sparks of ideas that I quickly jot down.  For me, these 
sparks are often unfinished doodles that may be as simple as a stick figure.  Once this idea has 
been reached I can choose an intuitive path to follow in the work, and then try to verify that my 
notion was correct by drawing out the idea.  As the cartooning process progresses into the 
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illumination phase the ability to direct thinking depends on a willingness to adopt the appropriate 
thinking dispositions.  I try to suspend judgment of the ideas and put my energy into producing 
playful ideas.    
When producing all of these exciting new ideas I find that it helps to be aware of your 
own thinking dispositions.  I adopt a more flexible and fluid kind of thinking in my process that 
is consistent with divergent production.  I try to think in terms of flexibility, fluency, elaboration, 
originality, imagination, risk taking, transformation, curiosity, complexity, and adaptation.  This 
part of the process is exciting to watch and appears to be like magic to the casual on-looker. As 
intelligence researcher Howard Gardner (1982) has suggested in his book Art, Mind, & Brain, 
artistic skills unfold so rapidly that it is difficult for a nonprofessional to figure out the skills 
involved or how they are “deployed”.   
In the illumination phase many creative changes take place in the work.  When I sense 
that my idea is becoming more plausible I try to push forward by creating more versions.  As 
ideas begin to flow creative thinkers tend to demonstrate a marked abandonment of controlled 
thinking and begin to free associate more readily while working out these notions (Guilford, 
1967).  These versions change as I move forward.  Often as I progress, from one doodle to the 
next, certain features of a doodle will remain and others will be abandoned or edited out (see 
metacognitive diagrams, Ch. 2).  As I move forward my drawings come closer to completion in 
terms of the quality of the idea and the drawing.         
I use certain creative problem solving strategies to produce my cartoon work but they are 
difficult to identify while I am working.  Creative strategies are often elusive to the practitioner 
in regard to their own work.  This means that while the cartoonist is drawing they cannot readily 
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recall the methods by which the ideas are arrived at.  In effect I am blocked from the conscious 
knowledge of those mechanisms.    
Creativity researcher Mihali Csikzentmihalyi (1990) might describe this phenomenon as 
an outcome of the flow experience.  In his book Flow the Psychology of the Optimal Experience, 
Csikzentmihalyi describes an aspect of the flow experience where the participant’s attention 
becomes so focused that no other information can be consciously grasped by the mind.  Flow is a 
term Csikzentmihalyi uses to describe an optimal thinking experience in which our intentions 
and focused attention becomes freely and wholly invested in attaining a goal. 
Csikzentmihalyi describes the optimal experience as the phenomenon of “flow.”   During 
this flow experience the thinker is in conscious control of internal events.  In fact they become so 
focused on the internal that outside world doesn’t seem to exist.  There is a limit to the amount 
of processing that the nervous system is able to do so it’s possible that extra information is 
pushed aside.  At first glance, these strategies for creative idea production are elusive; however 
they can be identified through personal reflection by the artist and through a critical self analysis 
of the drawings that they produce. 
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     Brainstorming, SCAMPER, & Synectics 
Idea production can be learned.  A method such as businessman Alex Osborn’s (1953) 
Brainstorming uses a checklist of directed strategies that a thinker can use to produce a greater 
number of ideas.  Quantity breeds quality so participants are asked to defer judgment while 
“storming up” ideas (in Gilhooly, 1996). 
For me brainstorming coincides with sketching but it is most helpful when it is 
purposefully undertaken in the earlier stages of a drawing.  This may be because brainstorming 
aims at idea finding and therefore might be particularly helpful in the preparation and 
illumination phases.  Brainstorming has four major rules:  criticism is not allowed, 
freewheeling/free-association is welcomed, production of a large quantity of ideas is the goal, 
and it is desirable to combine and improve on existing ideas (Gilhooly, 1996). Because decision-
making must be deferred, I usually try to limit brainstorming to the preparatory development of 
sketches.  This avoids competition between necessary editing and idea finding. 
In a lab setting brainstorming has shown favorable results in producing novel and useful 
solutions.  It has been shown to help generate more and better ideas (Meadows, Parnes, & Reese, 
1959 in Nickerson 1999).  Brainstorming has shown great promise in its ability to be taught and 
productive effect on divergent production (Gilhooly, 1996).  
Research gives credence to the notion that anyone with fairly normal cognitive 
capabilities can improve their creative thinking abilities (Bartlett 1958, Rossman 1931 in 
Guilford, 1967).  An acronym like Eberle’s (1971) “S-C-A-M-P-E-R” allows the vast majority 
of us to experience a shift in the way we produce ideas and solutions.  
SCAMPER is a technique that aims at idea production.  It is a checklist of thinking 
prompts that trigger a range of original effective ideas.  The letters stand for each of the 
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following specific thinking processes: Substitute, Combine, Adapt, Modify, Minify, Magnify, Put-
to-Other-Uses, Persist, Eliminate, Rearrange, and Reverse. 
In Chapter Two the metacognitive diagrams of the cartooning process suggest that this 
kind of thinking is taking place from the very beginning for me, permitting me to come up with 
many unusual combinations.  This method allows me to come up with more unusual 
combinations.  Similarly Gordon’s (1961) Synectics is thought to be helpful in dealing with 
situations that are complicated or unfamiliar.  Gordon’s Synectics uses metaphor and various 
forms of analogy to make the strange feel more familiar (in Gilhooly, 1996). This method can 
also be used to make the familiar strange.  Brainstorming, Scamper, and Synectics all help to 
unblock mental sets or functional fixity that might maintain an iron grip on the problem and 
prevent arriving at new solutions.  
For instance in, Image 2-6, I arrived at the robot in quicksand metaphor because I was 
looking for something large and slow to match Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld’s 
description of the United States Department of Defense as too big and slow moving to serve it’s 
purpose (a major news story of the time).  In sketching I had tried a visual matrix in which I 
brainstormed and doodled some large and slow animals such as the elephant (Image 2-3).  When 
my initial brainstorming ideas didn’t satisfy the visual metaphor I was trying to create, I began to 
use SCAMPER thinking to modify the idea of large and slow to include a wider range of things 
that would or could be slow such as a robot. 
These supplemental strategies fit naturally into the five stages preparation, incubation, 
illumination, verification, and reapplication.  Often my thinking is so rapid that it is difficult for 
me to be conscious of it, but there are times when I return to the acronym or tenets of 
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brainstorming for support.  Such strategies are necessary in my search for ever more original 
ideas. 
     
     Verification 
At some point in the cartooning process my goal becomes to verify that the idea that I arrive at 
(in illumination) will in fact turn out to be the solution to the work.  How I decide this is still 
unclear to me but I think as I have developed as a cartoonist and gained more experience I have 
improved at these making such decisions.   
As the drawings progress the illustrations become less ambiguous leading to more 
complete expressions of the ideas.  In order to verify that a drawing is a complete expression of 
my ideas I have to invest some substantial time and effort into finalizing it.  In verifying my 
ideas I try to employ my full artistic and aesthetic knowledge in order to produce a cartoon with 
which I’m happy.  I think of my final drawing as the most effective way to verify my ideas.  If 
things don’t work out the way I had hoped they would it’s not necessarily a case of starting over 
from scratch but rather a return to the drawing board where stages are repeated as necessary.  
This back to the drawing board scenario was suggested by creativity researcher P.R. 
Merrifield with the addition of a reapplication stage to Wallas’s model in 1962 (Guilford, 1967).  
The reapplication phase suggests that Wallas’s stages loop back and overlap throughout the 
process.  In reapplication I do not necessarily reapply the four phases in order to bring my vision 
closer to fruition instead I tend to jump from stage to stage in a less organized manner than 
Wallas’s four stage analysis seems to suggest.  This disorganized approach makes an observation 
of the stages much more difficult for researchers to perceive or record but does not seem to 
weaken the approach.  
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Drawing  
Throughout these five stages I am continually doodling, sketching, or drawing.  As I’ve noted 
drawing and doodling are an extremely vital part of cartooning.  It makes some sense to 
investigate how these unique skills are activated.  Admittedly when I’m cartooning it is difficult 
to perceive how I am achieving a coherent drawing and not a jumble of scribbles (although this 
does happen occasionally as well).  It seems likely assume that the ability to activate several 
faculties at once plays a central role in the process.  In fact, I can reflect upon a cartooning 
session (which includes thinking, sketching, and drawing) and note when I had used memory, 
intuition, observation, or some other method to move forward in a drawing.   
Yet it remains a bit of a mystery how it all comes together.  I see with my eyes what I am 
about to draw or the marks I put on the paper.  I think about shape, form, line, shading, and 
gesture. I plan which pen or pencil to use.  I know that it is my hand that draws the lines but I 
can’t exactly perceive what is happening.  It is as if the drawing emerges spontaneously from the 
pen and my hand has nothing to do with it at all!  Is it some “magic” at work in my drawings?  
Do they really come to life by some unseen spark?  Robert Mankoff’s (2002) work contradicts 
the notion that cartoonists are magicians.  His work is not the result of some mysterious God 
given gift but rather it is the result of multifaceted critical and creative thinking skills brought to 
bear on the drawing process.  Cartooning requires that certain creative and critical thinking skills 
be brought together in the drawing process. 
The drawing process can be conceived as a combination of seeing and coordinated 
manual skills.  In fact, Betty Edwards (1970) claims that seeing is the most important component 
of drawing.  For artists, seeing is more than just physically observing an object with their eyes.  
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Seeing as an artist implies that in addition to observation the artist must consciously affect the 
brain’s processing of visual information. 
The drawing process typically requires an artist to observe an object, effectively creating 
a mental image of the object (Edwards, 1970).  Imaging is the creation of a “picture” in the 
mind’s eye.  This picture-like image might be held in the working memory while the artist 
approaches a piece of paper or canvas in an attempt to draw what is perceived (Baddeley, 1999 
in Matlin, 2002).  This process then repeats itself as information is needed.   
The art of cartoonists, on the other hand, may not be entirely based on in the moment 
observations.  In the moment observation is certainly part of the process for encoding visual 
information in the brain.  A possible interpretation is that cartoonists rely more heavily on 
mental imagery held in the visual memory.  It might be expected that this visual memory would 
be like a huge bank of images from which the cartoonist retrieves the images needed in order to 
create a vision.  In other words, a cartoonist uses this stored visual information to fill gaps, create 
bridges, or combine ideas in the working memory and subsequently on the page.   
A similar cognitive structure is described by Baddeley’s working memory which includes 
a visuo-spatial sketchpad (Matlin, 2002).  This sketchpad stores spatial information and can even 
store information encoded from verbal stimuli as visual information as in picturing a story that is 
being read aloud (Baddeley, 1999; Logie, 1995 in Matlin, 2002).  Might this visuo-spatial 
sketchpad be the very method by which cartoonists transform stories in to coherent images and 
visual experiences?  It is generally accepted that most artists rely on visual coding and the visuo-
spatial sketchpad (Matlin, 2002).                   
 
     Edwards & the Two Sides of the Brain 
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In her 1970 book, Drawing on the Right Side of the Brain, Edwards attempts to explain the 
thinking of an artist at work.  Her book is well known for helping novice and aspiring artists 
learn to improve their drawing skills.  The method aims at teaching people without art training or 
background to understand how an artist approaches thinking for drawing.   
According to her method, in order to understand how the artist thinks, the human brain 
should be considered in terms of its two asymmetrical hemispheres, right and left.  Evidence 
from brain injured and split-brain patients, has given clues to the functions of these separate but 
equal halves of the brain (Edwards, 1970). 
In split brain patients, the corpus collusum, a bundle of nerve fibers that acts as a 
mediator between the two hemispheres, has been severed in such a way that the hemispheres are 
isolated from one another.  Injuries to the left brain hemisphere most often showed a loss of 
speech (Sperry, 1950 in Edwards, 1970).   Injuries to the right brain hemisphere resulted in 
difficulty in performing spatial cognitive tasks.  It is generally accepted that the right brain is 
responsible for most nonverbal/spatial tasks (Matlin, 2002). 
Further work on the right brain hemisphere by Roger Sperry and Jerre Levy characterized 
the right brain as nonverbal, rapid, whole-pattern, spatial and perceptual (Edwards, 1970).  
Edwards posits that artists must rely more heavily on their right brain when they draw.  
Therefore in order to think as an artist one must follow a two fold process involving a conscious 
use of those faculties in the right brain and the impetus to see things differently (Edwards, 1970). 
In this view of creating cartoons, final ideas are arrived at by means of mental and 
physical work.  The physical work takes a very complex variety of brain activities that in turn 
tell the artist’s hand not only to draw or as Larson would have it, to doodle, but also what to 
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modify, magnify, minify, or eliminate. This particular kind of mental work requires a certain 
openness and flexible disposition in order to reach the desired goal. 
  
 49  
    Paying Attention to Habits of Mind: A Reflective Exercise 
In the development of my own cartooning process and throughout the synthesis process I have 
noted certain creative strategies that have helped to strengthen my representational abilities.  
These creative strategies are primarily designed to assist divergent thinking.  One way that 
critical thinking supports the use of such strategies is through attention to habits of mind. 
Critical thinking expert Arthur L. Costa (2001) describes Habits of Mind in his book, 
“Developing Minds: A resource book for teaching thinking”, as a disposition of behaving 
intelligently toward problems.  Deciding how to represent a complex issue is a major problem 
that I have encountered as a cartoonist.  How I approach my work determines the clarity and 
overall success of the cartoons I make. 
For this project a brief review of habits of mind serves two purposes: the first is to review 
some of the habits of mind and thinking dispositions that are helpful to the cartooning process in 
order to improve my process; the second is to critically evaluate my process through an 
anecdotal reflections based on the following sixteen habits of mind designed by Costa.   
 
     Costa’s 16 Habits of Mind & My Personal Reflections 
1.  Persisting 
This “stick-to-it-ness,” refusing to give up, continuing until you get it right these are all qualities 
that a cartoonist must have.  Persistence is essential to my approach to a new problem or issue.  
Remaining open to trying new strategies in each cartooning session is a necessity.   
I have been stuck and forced to throw down my pen and walk away from a drawing.  I 
always give myself a short break when I get too frustrated but I know that I will return to the 
drawing when I’ve had time to reset my thinking.  For me every cartoon presents two qualities, 
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what I did right and what I didn’t get right.  I have learned not to spend too much time patting 
myself on the back or kicking myself over these items I just endeavor to do better in the next 
session. 
2.   Managing Impulsivity 
My first ideas aren’t always the best; in fact sometimes they’re the worst of the bunch.  When I 
first began the “Drawing-to-Learn” process (Image 1-1) I took the first ideas that came to mind.  
At some point I realized that I was short changing myself and that while these immediate ideas 
were worthy of being recorded that I might be able to produce more that were of the same or 
better quality.  Today, I work toward developing a patient disposition that allows me to produce 
and record my ideas in a sketchbook.  I can always edit or modify these ideas later. 
3.   Understanding & Empathy 
In developing my editorial cartooning skills I have gained a great deal of experience in trying to 
understand complicated social, economic, and political issues in the news.  I have come to 
realize that when I draw an editorial cartoon I reveal and communicate my own biases and 
opinions but in doing so parts of the whole picture are left out.  A cartoon can only provide a 
piece of the whole pie.  It helps me to keep an open mind and to suspend judgments while I 
collect data for cartoons.  In this way I try to make my piece of the whole the most well informed 
slice that I can.   
Considering multiple perspectives helps to broaden the spectrum of this “pie.”  This 
doesn’t mean that I agree with the all the perspectives yet being aware and accepting of other 
views helps to create a more holistic view of the issue.  Thinking or listening with empathy helps 
me to imagine others points of view without having to give up my own convictions. 
4.   Thinking Flexibly 
 51  
Thinking flexibly for a cartoonist is essential.  A flexible disposition prevents artistic and 
creative blocks, mental sets, and functional fixity because it allows a cartoonist to try multiple 
strategies or approaches.  I find that flexible thinking is a kind of open mindedness that allows 
me to make strange combinations, multiple meanings, and fluid production of ideas. 
Cartoonists need to be flexible thinkers, which is essential for being able to think outside 
of the box.  In sketching I create multiple versions of an idea.  This way I don’t get pinned down 
to using one idea rather I can choose my best or favorite idea from a bank of a couple of 
sketches.   
5.  Metacognition 
Thinking about my own thinking has helped me to become more aware of my strengths and 
weaknesses.  This isn’t just critical self-analysis. Reflecting on my thinking cultivates a playful 
attitude, a curious disposition, and awareness of my habits.  Becoming aware of these 
dispositions I am able to learn continuously and hopefully improve my cartooning skills.  
6.   Striving For Accuracy and Precision 
In my experience as an editorial cartoonist, it has been important to get the facts correct.  
Striving for accuracy means being prepared and doing the initial research for my subject.  It also 
means that I need to develop certain thinking alarms that tell me when I need to look for more 
data.  Engaging in metacognitive exercises helps makes me aware of my own biases.  These 
biases have a way of tainting an accurate depiction of the issue.  
It often happens that I don’t have enough information on a subject to finish my drawing.  
By including the internet, which provides immediate access to unlimited information, as part of 
my research and preparation has greatly strengthened and informed my process.  Having 
information at my finger tips gives me confidence that I need to ask the tough questions because 
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I can do a search and hopefully turn up some indicators or answers from news sites, friends, and 
colleagues. 
 
7.   Questioning and Posing Problems 
I feel like I’m constantly trying to develop this question posing skill further.  I don’t think an 
editorial cartoonist can ask enough questions.  Editorial cartoons require a certain amount of 
precision.  Although these kinds of opinion based cartoons can be a representation of the artist’s 
opinion, I try to make my cartoons an intelligent symbol of the opinions of the people around 
me.  This requires actually asking people questions and listening for their answers. 
At a metacognitive level, asking questions of my self opens a window into my own 
thinking.  I don’t always get an answer but inquiring curiously and posing questions reveals my 
thinking habits. 
Some questions I like to ask of my self and others are: 
“How am I thinking about this issue?” 
“What are my assumptions?” 
“Is this source reliable?” 
“How do you feel/think about this issue?” 
“Is there another angle or perspective that I need to consider?” 
“What’s the underlying message or issue?” 
8.   Applying Past Knowledge to New Situations 
 Of course, applying the experience I’ve gained and building upon that information has been one 
of my long term goals of this project.  I accomplish this by setting my sites on reading a wide 
variety of sources (not just my favorite books, magazines, or websites), talking to children and 
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adults and valuing their opinions, and generally getting involved by searching for learning 
opportunities. 
Collecting these experiences gives me an opportunity to make the strange familiar by 
creating metaphors or parallels with experiences of my own.  In doing this I develop a lens 
through which to understand the complex issues and to communicate my thoughts to others 
clearly. 
9. Thinking and Communicating with Clarity 
   Sketching is playing with fuzzy ideas.  By creating multiple versions of sketches I begin to get 
a more clear illustration of the issues and how I want to portray them.  Sometimes it helps to 
engage in listing, associational thinking, or metaphorical thinking.  More often than not I will 
use my sketches to verify my hunches about communicating an idea. Being able to provide 
analogies is one way to make my thinking clear to others.  
10. Gathering Data through All Senses 
Sensory input is very important.  Being visually oriented I’m aware that I have a dangerous 
tendency to communicating only to other visually adept learners.  I strive to use strong verbal 
cues in my cartoons and to consider other perspectives and include as many perspectives as 
possible in my preparatory stages.  For example, it is helpful to use prompts such as, “how 
would this smell if it had a scent, would it smell good or bad?”  It says a lot about an issue to 
say that it “stinks!” 
11. Creating, Imagining, and Innovating 
Of course this creative aspect is a huge component of my process.  Paying attention to my 
habits of persisting and continuing to use multiple strategies makes for good problem solving.  
I strive to create novel solutions that clearly communicate my ideas.  In the search for novelty, 
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play becomes an important disposition.   I spend a good deal of time just using my imagination 
and playing with ideas.  As a teacher, I have found that spending time with children helps 
invigorate my willingness to play, my sense of possibility, and a curiosity.  Taking risks, 
valuing the “strange”, suspending judgments, free-thinking, and being open to improvisation 
all come in handy for this kind of critical thinking. 
12. Responding with Wonderment and Awe 
I love to learn!  This requires an openness and curiosity.  Discovering new ideas is an 
especially attractive reward that I enjoy greatly.  Valuing a sense of possibility in all things 
keeps things open, fluid, and flexible.  
I like to get my hands dirty.  Discovering a new issue or problem is also very interesting 
to me.  Typically, I search the newspaper headlines for things that I was unaware of or late 
breaking news developments.  I’m attracted to these changing events and I try to make sense of 
them as I learn about the issues.  
13. Taking Responsible Risks 
As I am drawn to new ideas and issues I enjoy the challenge of representing them in a clear 
communicable way.  Often I try many variations of a cartoon before I find one that I think 
works.  In these versions I give myself free reign to explore the possibilities.  I have to suspend 
judging the ideas until I have a substantial stock of ideas to choose from.  After I have several 
variations I begin to make decisions about the content. 
I see every new cartoon as an opportunity to test my ability to communicate my ideas 
more clearly.  I also see it as an opportunity to try out new ways to represent the ideas visually.  
This might mean trying some really weird ideas.  For instance, in one sketch I had drawn a 
notable politician with a huge fish coming out of his mouth.  In and of itself this probes the 
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depths of strange but this was an attempt to represent through the “fish story” analogy, the 
dishonesty the politician had exhibited in a recent news event.  I didn’t end up using this 
particular idea but it moved me on to another more successful analogy. 
14. Finding Humor 
Humor is important to cartoonist but not necessarily in the way that people might assume.  It’s 
good to make others laugh.  In general people view a sense of humor as a gift but I believe we 
can develop this talent by simply practicing producing unconventional combinations.  Playful 
thinking can yield some really terrific unconventional ideas.  It also means that the ideas are 
malleable and that the thinker has an open mind about the meaning of things. Finding humor is 
simply looking for surprising combinations, patterns, or situations and sharing them with 
people.  Developing the ability to value the strange, include the absurd, and appreciate the 
ironic are all valuable commodities for a cartoonist. 
15. Thinking Interdependently 
When I encounter a new issue I like to gather data from the people around me.  By thinking 
together, I find that I get a well rounded picture of the whole.  For me this means overcoming 
my inhibitions by consciously and actively seeking out interaction with others and asking them 
what they think. 
16. Learning Continuously 
The title says it all.  As a cartoonist I am always sensing blank spots in my thinking.  I 
constantly seek to fill in these blanks with information from a wide variety of sources.  
Thinking metacognitively keeps me sharp and aware of my “blank spots”.  Essentially this 
means knowing that I don’t have all the answers.    Developing a curious mind has kept me 
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learning and seeking.  Persisting in problems yields constant learning about new information, 
process, and our self.   
Another powerful tool is to allow my self the freedom to change my mind. One way to 
do this is to cultivate an awareness of our habits of mind and deciding whether or not we wish 
to change them.   
 
These sixteen habits of mind do not work separately but are intertwined in our thinking 
(Costa, 2001).  In my reflections it becomes apparent from recurring statements that they overlap 
and inform one another.  These Habits of Mind are critical in nature and thus distinct from 
creative thinking but not separate.  Critical thinking dispositions support creative thinking and 
make cartooning more thoughtful, engaging, and meaningful. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 
DEVELOPING A FULLER AND MORE MEANINGFUL PICTURE 
 
 
Although I continue to sense a difference between the work of established editorial cartoonists 
and my own editorial cartoons, because of Critical and Creative Thinking I have a lens through 
which to perceive that difference.  Many of my colleagues remark that the messages in my 
cartoons are sometimes more ambiguous than they’d like.  Of course, I look forward and work 
toward creating cartoons that are clearer to my audience.  
I’m also told by these colleagues that my cartoons are more thought provoking than 
many of the editorial cartoons they see published in major news papers.  A description of my 
work as “thought provoking” cultivates a deep sense of pride in my work and I seek to develop it 
further.  I am indebted to the feedback of these close friends and colleagues.  Their feedback has 
aided my attempts to look inward for a deeper meaning and more powerful process in my own 
work.    
Initially I had thought that the cartooning process could be described in terms of creative 
strategies like SCAMPER.  I had thought that creative output was the most important aspect of 
cartooning.  While it’s a large part of the process it isn’t the full picture.  SCAMPER and other 
ideation techniques are helpful tools to have at your fingertips but they are only a component of 
the kinds of thinking employed in cartooning.  I have discovered that the real work of cartooning 
is the disposition toward my work the habits of mind that catalyze the search for novel and 
useful ideas.  I approach my work with an open mind and playful disposition.  Playing is work 
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for cartoonists and it requires that I think about how I’m thinking in order to get myself in the 
right state of mind. 
As this paper has shown, cartooning isn’t a magic trick.  It’s a complicated process made 
up of a combination of many critical and creative processes that work together.  In attempting to 
find a deeper level of understanding of my own skills as a cartoonist I have discovered stages 
that I feel best describe my process.  Through identifying the stages of creative idea development 
I have discovered that each stage requires the incorporation of appropriate critical thinking 
dispositions.  I find these critical thinking dispositions shape my approach to each stage in a 
more conscious and meaningful way and help me to look deeper into the news issues and my 
own thinking.   
Critical and creative thinking provides the strategies and dispositions required to 
mobilize these processes.  They work together to generate ideas which are developed and 
recorded in the drawing process.  In the drawing process I am able to create sketches that can be 
worked on and turned into communicable ideas in the form of an editorial cartoon. 
Throughout my development I have continued to look deeper into my process in an 
attempt to discover how cartooning functions as a process. I have come to think of cartooning as 
a combination of a number of other processes including drawing and critical and creative 
thinking.  While I still feel that I’m developing in all of these important areas, I now have a 
“process” perspective of cartooning.  This perspective provides me with this arsenal of creative 
strategies and the critical thinking skills that improves my ability to communicate my ideas. 
In the future I expect to see that my cartoons and the cartooning process will improve.  I 
look forward to developing a website to present my artwork and the knowledge I’ve gained 
through CCT.  The question remains whether understanding this process in this way will 
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improve my chances of professional success.  Regardless, I definitely feel more able to take my 
self seriously as a cartoonist.     
In the course of this project I have noted some of the strategies I was using but the most 
valuable outcome of documenting this cartooning process is being able to look at a visual record 
of my development and to have confidence that this gradual improvement will continue.  I look 
forward to continuing to develop these initiatives as part of my process.  In attempting to 
understand these strategies it has occurred to me that this information would be very helpful to 
other developing cartoonists.  I see this experience being transformed into lessons aimed at 
improving the critical and creative thinking of other cartoonists or artists.  I anticipate creating a 
work book or include my experiences and present lessons that help to improve the skills of 
others.  I would also look forward to including such work on my website that could present this 
information in a way that it was accessible to developing cartoonists.   
In closing I do not feel like I have reached the end of this project rather I feel like I have 
entered a new phase of my development.  Having written “Doodles to Drawings: The creative 
process of drawing and thinking for cartooning” I feel a great sense of accomplishment and pride 
in my work and I wish to share that feeling with my students, colleagues, and friends.  As I move 
forward in my professional career I will carry with me the tools, skills, and experiences that I 
have enjoyed while in the Critical and Creative Thinking Program and I’ll attempt to share those 
important things with others in the best way that I know how, through cartoons. 
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